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attention on the tragedies to the neglect of the comedies
and histories, were apt to regard Shakespeare as a
dignified sage. Others looked upon him as a remote
individual unaffected by the events of his own time
and apparently producing his plays in the manner
of the legendary German who, having never seen a
camel, evolved the idea of one out of his inner conscious-
ness. Yet a third group considered him a dramatic
Vicar of Bray, writing with his eye solely on the box
office and shifting from tragedy to comedy according
to the popular demand of the moment.

There is something fundamentally amiss with these
views. To begin with Shakespeare was not a venerable
person. He was never old. His last play was written
when he was 48 and he died at 52. Nor was he
uninterested in what went on around him. His plays
contain many topical allusions, though they are generally
introduced lightly, either from fear of causing offence
by a too direct reference or because he was too good a
dramatist to give undue prominence to something of
transitory interest. But, though we do not always
know to which * poor cat in the adage * he is alluding,
the references are undeniably present. And there
is much more positive evidence of his interest in
contemporary affairs. It was the trial of Dr. Lopez
for an alleged attempted poisoning of the Queen that
caused him to re-handle an old play and give us The
Merchant of Venice. In the same way the wreck of
a vessel off the Bermudas in 1609 must have furnished
him with a starting point for The Tempest, whilst the
Histories could never have been written by a man
not keenly interested in his own country and deeply
conscious of the part played by Elizabeth in the
maintenance of a state of prosperity and greatness, so
markedly in contrast with the troubles and disorders
of the past,                                           :

Naturally, as a practising playwright with a living